Coming to terms with the absence of an insurrectionary legacy in 
the US Black Radical Tradition in the 20th century, and what 
impact it’s had on Black proletarian revolts of the past 50 years. 
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struggle as their private property. In its openness, the riot momentarily 
solves the historic problems of racial division. The riot prime allows 
for creativity, spontaneity, courage, and joy to flow through it, in con- 
trast to the scripted and stage-managed charade of leftist events, strikes, 
marches, and civil disobedience. All struggles have something to learn 
from this characteristic of riots. 

We have a record from the 1960s that gives us many clues on what 
to do and what to avoid. Instead of thinking of riots in military terms 
that require transforming proletarians to professional soldiers, riots 
need to remain on the plane at which proletarian subjects and actions 
exist. Which forms of action invite other layers of the proletariat to 
participate not only in the riot, but also to flex additional forms of pro- 
letarian power such as blockades, occupations, and strikes? And with- 
in the riots themselves an entire ecology of support is needed, from 
people who provide medical aid, to those who feed rioters, to those 
who cheer them on from their porches, to name only a few. Finally, to 
overcome the limit of reproduction, riots will have to do more than 
burn down the carceral state and empty out fancy stores; the decisive 
question is what builds proletarian power and solidarity. Many believe 
that proletarian thinking only changes by reading something, but the 
riot is its own unique text, requiring nuance and grace, and signaling 
to proletarians, “this way, and not that.” The targets that rioters select, 
the weapons they deploy, and the slogans in their graffiti send messages 
not only to the enemy, but to other proletarians. In any event, prole- 
tarian insurrections will only be figured out by risky experiments, by 
trial and error. 

Whatever the critiques, riots were understood by many Black rev- 
olutionaries in the 60s as part of a revolutionary struggle because they 
were situated within a global struggle of the oppressed. The George 
Floyd Rebellion was hardly seen in that light. If anything, it was the 
far right that picked up on the unique relationship of class and race in 
US. society: they saw the riots as another sign of the coming civil war. 
This lack of a horizon within movements is a sign of a larger global 
dilemma, where such movements are capable of standing against in- 


equality, corruption, and police brutality, but struggle to create a com- 
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ferent eras, meaning the predominance of one form does not exclude 
others. So while they certainly overlap, the attempt to periodize them 
helps to identify the most dynamic forms of struggle and, most im- 
portantly, what revolutionaries must do to organize through them. For 
revolutionary strategy cannot go against the proletariat; it must start 
from what the proletariat is doing. 

Clover’s concept of the “riot prime” helps make the nature of prole- 
tarian activity visible in the post-War United States. Since then, the riot 
prime has emerged three times: 1964-1968, 1980-1992 (most notably 
in Miami and Los Angeles), and 2014 to present. Contrary to claims 
from many on the left that the American proletariat has been docile in 
defeat since the 1960s (a narrative that dogmatically centers the labor 
movement), the proletariat has been fighting against the police and 
capital for over fifty years. That is, if one steps out of the factory and 
into the streets, one finds that while the Black Radical Tradition could 
no longer be found in revolutionary organizations with mass appeal, it 
was alive in the riots of the rising racialized surplus populations of the 
1980s and onward. 

Yet what the concept of the “riot prime” doesn’t illuminate are the 
twists and turns of the global context that gave U.S. struggles their 
meaning and horizon. The 1964 cycle in the U.S. was part of a global 
wave of struggles whose horizon was national liberation and commu- 
nism. By the 1980s, revolutionary nationalism and state communism 
were defeated or in decline and the riots from 1980 to 1992 no longer 
pointed to another world. As such the conditions for riots to develop 
into insurrections, communes, or revolutions were highly unfavorable. 

Our current cycle must be placed in the context of a global wave 
of struggles stemming from the 2008 economic crisis. Here too the 
old horizons of liberation (and their pitfalls) have evaporated; and the 
struggles that fight austerity, corruption, and police power have yet to 
produce a new positive horizon. In this era where the classical workers 
movement of the 20th century has decidedly disappeared, it is surplus 
populations and college graduates without a future that continue to 
form major segments of movements. The failures of the 1960s revolu- 


tionaries indicate that we should look neither to guerilla warfare nor 
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An unfortunate consequence of the right wing’s spectacle on January 
6th is that masses of people, including radicals, will associate insur- 
rection only with the far right. While no revolutionary can possibly 
believe that what took place was an insurrection, the media and the 
Democratic Party have made the case that it was exactly that. At this 
moment, so-called American citizens are called forth to defend our so- 
called democracy against so-called fascism. But insurrection does not 
exclusively belong to the right. While the Black Radical Tradition in 
the academy and in activist circles has separated itself from its revolu- 
tionary predecessors, the flame of insurrection cannot be extinguished 
for those who know where to look: the George Floyd Rebellion of 
2020. And yet, while the Rebellion harbored insurrectionary potential, 
it failed to produce even one insurrectionary moment. If we are going 
to defeat racial capitalism and the racial state, we must attempt to re- 
cover insurrection and understand why the insurrectionary potential of 
the George Floyd Rebellion stopped short. That is, we must ask, why, 
in spite of all the riots, the Rebellion never made the leap to become 


a revolution? 
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and duration of crisis (which may include war). With this in mind, the 
pandemic is only the beginning of the crisis. For many in this coun- 
try to risk everything, it will take much more than arguments or the 
current level of societal decay. Revolutions are a mirror held up to the 
immensity of crisis and not just the simple result of social movements 
or the raising of consciousness through radical publications. 

As of 2021, the concept of urban guerilla warfare is more romance 
than revolutionary strategy. COINTELPRO went after the 1960s and 
70s Black revolutionaries while the Black proletariat faced recessions, 
deindustrialization, white flight, and general economic devastation. 
What followed was a swamp of liberalism, social democracy, and the 


success of the Black middle class. 


RIOT PRIME: THE 60S LEGACY 


Johsua Clover’s 2016 book Riot Strike Riot has given a broader meaning 
to the uprisings of the 1960s by situating them within the long history 
of class struggle under capitalism. His history argues that such strug- 
gles predominantly took the form of riots from the 14th to the 18th 
centuries, which were typically waged over the price and availability 
of goods. From the 19th to the middle of the 20th century, it took 
the form of strikes over the conditions of labor and the wage relation 
itself. In the late 20th century, class struggle once again returned to 
the riot, but under new capitalist conditions that gave them a different 
form. Clover calls this the “riot prime,” drawing on Marx’s formula 
for surplus value. The riot prime is the organic form of class struggle 
in late capitalism, which in turn is characterized by the decline of U.S. 
hegemony, financialization, and post-Fordism. Such riots arose in the 
United States “‘as a new phase of racialized struggle emerging from and 
against the history of the more reform-oriented Civil Rights move- 
ment that by 1965 has largely won the victories it will win.” 

But Clover, like his 1960s predecessors, struggles with how riots 
might make the leap into revolution. It just seems to happen for Clo- 
ver: “If the square and the street have been the two places of riot prime, 


they both open into the commune.” Yet today’s riots hit their limit 
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What we experienced this summer was not an insurrection and 
certainly not a revolution, but a series of revolts. Revolts, insurrections, 
and revolutions are three different, albeit related, processes. Whether 
this summer’s riots form a part of an insurrectionary or revolutionary 
process will depend on what happens in the ongoing capitalist crisis, 
what the proletariat does to advance class struggle, how the government 
responds, how we combat the right wing, and how the far left navigates 
all these dynamics. For revolutionaries, the goal of every strategic and 
tactical decision is to steer these dynamics toward an insurrection and, 
ultimately, toward revolution. Understanding this difference is crucial 
in making sense of where the most militant layers of the proletariat are 


at, what our tasks are, and where we are on the path toward revolution. 


THE LEGACY OF THE 1960S 


The frequency of riots in the 1960s forced radicals and revolutionaries 
to ask a number of questions. Why were they happening? Who was 
rioting? Should radicals defend them? What did they signify? How did 
the riots connect to Black liberation? What was their relationship to 
global struggles? How should they inform revolutionary practice and 
organization? 

The tradition of Black liberation answered these questions along 
four different—though not necessarily opposed—lines. There is the 
sociological analysis of the riot, the political analysis, the comparative 
analysis, and the revolutionary analysis. Today the dominant sociolog- 
ical, political, and comparative approaches are divorced from revolu- 
tionary analysis and, ultimately, from the Black Radical Tradition. This 
puts them in the service of reformism instead of liberation. 

The sociological analysis describes the social conditions that create 


riots. James Baldwin says, 


What causes the eruptions, the riots, the revolts—whatever you 
want to call them—is the despair of being in a static position...of 
watching your father, your brother, your uncle, your cousin...who 


has no future. And when the summer comes, both fathers and sons 
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Fanon on spontaneity has convinced us of the limitations of unor- 
ganized rebellions like Watts...Stay cool, we tell people. The Party 
must lead the masses, Huey tells us in a tape, and explains to them 
that riots are not revolutionary anymore. We’ve got to organize the 


community. (Hilliard 183) 


Hilliard’s reflections are striking in that, while the proletariat was fight- 
ing in the street, the Panthers were removed from it, doing what is 
known today as “base-building.” Just as the strike has been historically 
counterposed to the riot, so too has “organizing.” Yet the reality was 
that the proletariat was ahead of the Panthers and its riots produced 


revolutionaries who would then go on to join the group. 


ASSESSING 1960S BLACK RADICALS ON THE RIOT 


Looking back, most Black revolutionaries of the 1960s and 70s era 
failed to see that they were not living in a revolutionary time. And 
when they realized they were not living in such times, such as Huey, 
the alternative strategies of survival pending revolution or running for 
office in Oakland also failed to overthrow racial capitalism. Ultimately, 
revolutionaires on their own do not make revolutions. They are pri- 
marily products of immense crisis, proletarian class struggle, and ruling 
class blunders. Since revolution cannot be willed at random, the ques- 
tion revolutionaries must ask is, how do we know when revolution is 
possible? To use the weapon of insurrection, revolutionaries must have 
a careful analysis of what is happening broadly and at the molecular 
level of the proletariat. However, the 1960s in the United States is less 
revolutionary than it often appears in hindsight. 

While Cleaver and Ahmad were right about the need for armed 
confrontation with the state, they failed to see that revolution will re- 
quire the mass participation of proletarians who inhabit spaces of eco- 
nomic power that must be taken, destroyed, or transformed. When the 
masses did appear in their strategies, it was in the form of soldiers and 
not as proletarians. Even if the Panthers or RAM had turned to the 


strike, they would have seen that workers were no longer fighting to 
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urban guerilla warfare came to replace the traditional strategies of pro- 
letarian class struggle. The involvement of Black troops in the Vietnam 
war meant that a generation of young men were taught how to fight, 
kill, and think like soldiers. There were also examples of successful rural 
and urban guerrilla struggles, most importantly in Vietnam, Cuba, and 
Algeria (yet this strategy was a failure in core capitalist countries). 

In 1966, one year after the Watts uprising, Muhammad Ahmad pub- 
lished his explosive text, World Black Revolution. Ahmad was a lead- 
er of the underground group, Revolutionary Action Movement, and 
travelled the country to push the movement further to the left. This 
text combined third-worldist Marxism, urban guerilla warfare, insur- 
rectionism, and Black nationalism to create a politics that would shape 
the rest of the 1960s and 70s. 

World Black Revolution situates the tactics and strategies of armed 
guerilla struggle in the context of the anti-police riots emerging in the 


U.S. when Ahmad was writing: 


Each year rioting, as a result of police brutality and oppression, be- 
comes more extensive and ferocious...During times of massive ri- 
oting, too many of our people are forced to fight armed cops and 
troops with bare hands and stones. Cops and troops must be dis- 
armed and their weapons turned against other cops to obtain weap- 
ons of defense. Tanks and armoured cars must be knocked out with 
molotov cocktails and captured when possible... During the hours 
of day sporadic rioting takes place and massive sniping. Night brings 
all-out warfare, organized fighting and unlimited terror against the 
oppressor and his forces.... Urban guerilla warfare is an ever-grow- 
ing concept as a solution to the end of oppression among the Black 


masses in America. 


Ahmad viewed the riot as an opportunity for revolutionaries to go on 
the offensive in a strategy of urban guerilla warfare and thus called for 
the organization of the Black Liberation Front and the Black Libera- 
tion Army. He recognized the leap needed for the riot to begin driving 


the type of organizations that could deepen and further the struggle. 
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